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Effects of Microgravity on Plant Secondary Metabolism 
Secondary metabolism has been found to be affected by conditions of altered gravity (both hypo-
and hypergravity). 
Even though plants of B. rapa grown and fixed on ISS exhibited levels of growth, leaf chlorophyll, 
starch and soluble carbohydrates comparable to ground control treatments, levels of glucosinolate 
production (specifically 3-butenylglucosinolate) was on average 75% greater in flight samples than 
in ground control samples. 
Similarly, the biochemical make-up of immature seeds produced during spaceflight and fixed or 
frozen while in orbit was significantly different from the ground controls. 
The immature seeds from the spaceflight treatment had higher concentrations of chlorophyll, 
starch , and soluble carbohydrates than the ground controls . 
Seed protein was significantly lower in the spaceflight material. 
Microscopy of immature seeds fixed in flight showed embryos to be at a range of developmental 
stages , while the ground control embryos had all reached the premature stage of development. 
Storage reserve deposition was more advanced in the ground control seeds. 
The spaceflight environment thus influences B. rapa metabolite production in ways that may affect 
flavor and nutritional quality of potential space produce (23). 
Long-Term Space Exposure To Seeds 
Long-term (MIR for 6 years) exposure of dormant tomato seeds to space resulted in 
significant differences in growth and development relative to ground controls in terms of 
plant fertility and yield variability. Also reported were TEM-observed differences in cell 
walls, chloroplasts and mitochondria (3). 
In addition , these tomato seeds were reported to have DNA variations relative to the 
ground controls (4). 
It is believable that seeds exposed to space for such long intervals would experience 
detrimental effects relative to ground controls. The results for short duration exposures, 
however, are not quite so clear (see below). 
Short-Term Space Exposure Results 
There are a number of publications coming out of the Chinese space research efforts 
that make claims of obtaining genetic mutants from plants/seeds flown in short duration 
space experiments (5-9). 
This conflicts with results obtained by American and Russian investigators (10-13). 
Why? 
The use of Spaceflight to study Endogenous Plant Movement 
Mechanisms that dictate plant growth patterns include gravitropism, circumnutation and 
negative thigmotropism (14-15). 
Studies with Arabidopsis flown on ISS have shown that gravity is important in amplifying 
minute oscillatory movements in microgravity into high-amplitude circumnutations (16) , 
but movements still occur in the absence of gravity. 
Investigations in space have revealed new facets of leaf movements that occur in the 
absence of gravity, with ultradian patterns, effects of transitions to darkness or light, and 
several heretofore unknown types and frequencies of movements (17). 
The interaction between gravitropism and phototropism in Arabidopsis thaliana has been 
studied on ISS in the TROPI experiment using the European Modular Cultivation System 
(EMCS) in 2006 (18). I have not yet seen any published results teasing apart 
gravitropism and phototropism, but this project has to potential to do so. 
This area of plant tropisms and endogenous movements can benefit greatly by the use 
of microgravity to eliminate one of the parameters (gravity) obfuscating results in earth-
based experiments. 
Plant Ontogenesis and Reproductive Functions (Viable Seed 
Production) in Space 
In studies conducted within hardware possessing rather limited environmental control , 
plants frequently required special environmental conditions to permit fertilization and 
early seed development during spaceflight such as carbon dioxide enrichment and an 
air-exchange system (19). 
In contrast with these earlier studies, many plant experiments in recent years have 
reported plant growth , development, reproductive functions and production of viable 
seeds in space was comparable to ground controls (20). 
This is often due to improvements in hardware for the culture of plants in space. 
Yet there are still reports of differences attributable to the spaceflight environment. For 
instance, Brassica seeds and pollen produced in microgravity were found to be 
physiologically younger than those produced in 1 g. It was speculated that microgravity 
limits mixing of the gaseous microenvironments inside the closed tissues and that the 
resulting gas composition surrounding the seeds and pollen retards their development 
(21 ). 
Similarly, abnormalities in the process of embryo formation and acceleration in 
development of the endosperm were revealed at the early stages of embryogenesis in 
microgravity (22). 
Root Length Enhancement 
Plants grown under conditions of microgravity have been found to exhibit enhanced root production 
relative to their ground control counterparts (24-28). 
Why is this? Is there a physiological basis or is it due to a spaceflight-associated artifact (more 
even distribution of moisture in the root zone?). 
In a post-flight examination of medium samples extracted from the root zone of plants grown in 
space , there was a significant two-fold difference between the final concentrations of potassium 
when the Earth-based and microgravity experiments were contrasted (29). 
Why is this? Is there a physiological basis or is it due to a spaceflight-associated artifact (more 
root production in space resulting in more potassium uptake)? 
One study pertinent to this question germinated and fixed Arabidopsis thaliana in space and also 
reported that the length of seedlings grown at 1 g were conspicuously shorter than parallel samples 
grown under microgravity. These investigators found that the root cortical cells proliferated at a 
higher rate and their nucleoli were more active than those of stele cells. While the stele showed 
longer cells with larger nucleoli in the flight samples, cortical cells from space-grown seedlings were 
shorter, more numerous and more densely packed than ground controls. However, nucleoli were 
smaller and less active in fast proliferating flight cells than in the ground controls. It was speculated 
that the reduced level of ribosome synthesis in the flight samples was probably the result of an 
accelerated cell cycle (30). 
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Plant Photosynthesis, Respiration, Transpiration in Space 
Although not considered to be show stoppers in terms of the potential for plants to function in 
Bioregenerative Life Support Systems (BLSS) in space, differences have been found the 
intricacies of photosynthesis in space. 
For instance, despite observing a total leaf area that was significantly reduced in microgravity-
grown wheat plants once closure of the canopy was achieved , rates of evapotranspiration , net 
photosynthesis and water use efficiency were not significantly different than ground controls, 
i.e ., all of the available light was still absorbed by the flight plant stand (33) . 
While these authors found that single leaf measurements showed no differences in 
photosynthetic activity at moderate (up to 600 micromol m-2 S-1) light levels, there was 
reduction in whole chain electron transport (13%), PSII (13%), and PSI (16%) activities 
observed under saturating light conditions (>2,000 micromol m·2 S -1 ) and CO2 (4000 micromol 
mol-1) conditions, suggesting that microgravity-induced responses at the canopy level may 
occur at higher PPF intensity (34). 
Similarly, an earlier study (35) found that wheat plants grown in space exhibited CO2 -
saturated photosynthetic rates at saturating light intensities that declined 25% relative to the 
ground control plants. The light compensation point of the spaceflight leaves increased by 
33%, which likely was due to an increase (27%) in leaf dark-respiration rates. Related 
experiments with thylakoids isolated from space-grown plants showed that the light-saturated 
photosynthetic electron transport rate from H20 through photosystems II and I was reduced 
by 28%, demonstrating that photosynthetic functions are affected by the microgravity 
environment. 
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